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WHY STUDY FOLKLORE AND LITERATURE? 
Mary E l l e n  B. Lewis 
Ind iana  U n i v e r s i t y  
The c u r r e n t  r e n a i s s a n c e  of t h e  s t u d y  of f o l k l o r e  
and l i t e r a t u r e ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  perhaps  a  d e s i r e  t o  
r e i n s e r t  humani t i e s  i n t o  a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  s o c i a l  
s c i e n t i f i c  approach t o  f o l k l o r i s t i c s ,  h a s  produced a  
v a r i e t y  of papers  and p u b l i c a t i o n s .  But i t  h a s  n o t  
a s  y e t  d e a l t  o v e r t l y  w i t h  t h e  e x p l i c i t  r e a s o n s  f o r  
t h e  s t u d y  p e r  se, though some j u s t i f i c a t i o n  is 
s u r e l y  i m p l i c i t  i n  m o t i v a t i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  s t u d i e s  
which have been made. None the less ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  
shou ld  be b o t h  r a i s e d  and answered: Why s t u d y  
f o l k l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e ?  
Both f o l k l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e  a r e  p a r t s  of 
c u l t u r e ,  produced o r  c r e a t e d  by c u l t u r a l  b e i n g s .  
T h e i r  s t u d y  expands o u r  knowledge of i t s  makers and 
p o s s e s s o r s - - t h e i r  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s e s  and s t r a t e g i e s ,  
t h e i r  m a t e r i a l ' s  f u n c t i o n .  The s t u d y  of t h e  two 
r e l a t e d  c u l t u r a l  phenomena, i n  tandem o r  s imul tane-  
o u s l y ,  p o i n t s  o u t  t h e i r  s h a r e d  r o o t s  i n  a  c u l t u r a l  
t r a d i t i o n  which p r o v i d e s  n o t  on ly  c o n t e n t ,  b u t  
s t y l e ,  s t r u c t u r e ,  and s t r a t e g y ,  and f o r c e s  us  t o  
look a t  t h e  l i t e r a r y  r e d a c t o r  and o r a l  r e d a c t o r  a s  
s t a n d i n g  i n  s i m i l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t o  t h e  r e c e i v e d  
c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s .  Are t h e y  i n  f a c t  p a r a l l e l ?  
Do we know enough about  t h e  s o u r c e s  o r  p r o c e s s e s  o f  
e i t h e r  t h e  o r a l  o r  l i t e r a r y  r e d a c t o r  t o  answer t h i s  
q u e s t i o n ?  The comparison of t h e  two--folklore  a s  
o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  and w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e - - r a i s e s ,  i f  
n o t  answers ,  such impor tan t  q u e s t i o n s  abou t  
c r e a t i v i t y ,  change,  communication, t h u s  s u g g e s t i n g  
t h e  u l t i m a t e  v a l u e  of t h e  s t u d y  of f o l k l o r e  and 
l i t e r a t u r e .  But l e t  me o f f e r  through 
example some a d d i t i o n a l  and more e x p l i c i t  r e a s o n s .  
Wayland D. Hand's  e d i t i o n  of b e l i e f s ,  found i n  
volumes S i x  and Seven of t h e  Frank C.  Brown 
.- -- -- 
C o l l e c t i o n  - of North C a r o l i n a  F o l k l o r e ,  c o n t a i n s  a  
magnitude of t e x t s ,  numbered and a r r a n g e d  i n  l o g i c a l  
f a s h i o n :  5303-5315 
f a s h i o n :  5303-5315 d e a l  w i t h  t h e  owl ' s  p r o g n o s t i c a t o r y  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  d e a t h ,  such  a s  "To h e a r  a  s h i v e r i n g  
owl is  a  s i g n  of death";  5330-5334 f o c u s  on whippoor- 
w i l l s  f o r e t e l l i n g  d e a t h ;  5205-5214 d e a l  w i t h  dogs i n  
similar p r o p h e t i c  c a p a c i t i e s .  Category 5622 t e l l s  
t h a t  " I f  a  s p i d e r  i s  consumed f a l l i n g  i n t o  a  lamp, 
w i t c h e s  a r e  near . "  A s  i s o l a t e d  b e l i e f s ,  c a t a l o g u e s  
such  a s  Hand's o f f e r  a m u l t i p l i c i t y  of t e x t u a l  d a t a  
and of l o r e  b u t  g i v e  l i t t l e  i n f o r m a t i o n  about  t h e  f o l k :  
Who b e l i e v e d  t h e s e ?  How were o r  a r e  they  mani fes ted  i n  
a c t u a l  l i f e ?  How do t h e  d i s c r e t e  b e l i e f s  f i t  i n t o  t h e  
t o t a l  b e l i e f  sys tem of a  group? 
E a r l y  i n  t h e  Adventures of Huckleberry F inn ,  Huck 
a l l u d e s  t o  t h e s e  v e r y  s i g n s :  
The s t a r s  was s h i n i n g ,  and t h e  l e a v e s  r u s t l e d  
i n  t h e  woods e v e r  s o  mournful ;  and I h e a r d  an  
owl,  away o f f ,  who-whooing about  somebody t h a t  
was dead ,  and a  whippowil l  and a dog c r y i n g  
about  somebody t h a t  was going t o  d i e ;  and t h e  
wind was t r y i n g  t o  whisper  something t o  me and 
I c o u l d n ' t  make o u t  what i t  was, and s o  i t  
made t h e  c o l d  s h i v e r s  run  o v e r  me. Then away 
o u t  i n  t h e  woods I h e a r d  t h a t  k ind  of sound 
t h a t  a ghost  makes when i t  wants t o  t e l l  abou t  
something t h a t ' s  on i t s  mind and c a n ' t  make 
i t s e l f  unders tood ,  and s o  c a n ' t  rest easy  i n  
i t s  grave  and h a s  t o  go abou t  t h a t  way every  
n i g h t  g r i e v i n g .  I g o t  s o  down-hearted and 
s c a r e d ,  I d i d  wish I had some company. 
F r e t t y  soon a  s p i d e r  went c r a w l i n g  up my 
s h o u l d e r ,  and I f l i p p e d  i t  o f f  and i t  l i t  i n  
t h e  c a n d l e ;  and b e f o r e  I cou ld  budge i t  was a l l  
sh r ive l ed  up. I d i d n ' t  need anybody t o  t e l l  m e  
t h a t  t h a t  w a s  an  awful  bad s i g n  and would f e t c h  
m e  some bad l u c k ,  s o  I was s c a r e d  and most 
shook t h e  c l o t h e s  o f f  o f  me. I g o t  up and 
tu rned  around i n  my t r a c k s  t h r e e  t i m e s  and 
c r o s s e d  my b r e a s t  every  t ime;  and t h e n  I t i e d  
up a  l i t t l e  l o c k  of my h a i r  w i t h  a  t h r e a d  t o  
keep w i t c h e s  away. But I h a d n ' t  no conf idence .  
You do t h a t  when you 've  l o s t  a  horse-shoe t h a t  
you 've  found,  i n s t e a d  of n a i l i n g  i t  up o v e r  t h e  
d o o r ,  b u t  I h a d n ' t  e v e r  h e a r  anybody say  i t  was 
any way t o  keep o f f  bad l u c k  when you 'd  k i l l e d  
a s p i d e r .  1 
Throughout t h e  n o v e l  one s e e s  t h e s e  and similar b e l i e f s  
a s  a  v i t a l  p a r t  of Huck's b e l i e f  sys tem,  t h e  v a l u e s  h e  
h o l d s  and uses  t o  d i r e c t  h i s  l i f e .  Twain g i v e s  Huck 
what I would c a l l  a n  e c o l o g i c a l  b e l i e f  system--in t u n e  
w i t h  n a t u r e  and h e r  s i g n s ,  f a t a l i s t i c  b u t  a c c e p t i n g  of 
t h e  preeminence of good l u c k  o v e r  bad.  Th is  b e l i e f  
sys tem o r  worldview, which Huck l e a r n e d  from h i s  
f a t h e r ,  i s  r e i n f o r c e d  i n  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  J i m .  
I t  e n a b l e s  him t o  a c c e p t  t h e  world r e a l i s t i c a l l y  and 
t o  judge and r e s p e c t  humanity,  n o t  measuring i t / t h e m  
by e x t e r n a l  p r e c e p t s  b u t  by responding t o  t h e  worth  
w i t h i n .  Huck's t r a d i t i o n a l l y  i n h e r i t e d  and proven 
b e l i e f  sys tem suppor ted  and s u s t a i n e d  him, answering 
h i s  q u e s t i o n s ;  b u t ,  more i m p o r t a n t l y ,  i t  a l lowed h i s  
humanity t o  e x p r e s s  i t s e l f  w i t h o u t  t h e  b l i n d e r s  of t h e  
" s i v i l i z e d "  s t a t e .  
I n h e r i t e d  from h i s  d i s s o l u t e  f a t h e r ,  tempered by 
h i s  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a l t e r n a t e  sys tems and by h i s  own i n n e r  
i n t e g r i t y ,  Huck's t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f  system--shared 
wholehear ted ly  w i t h  J i m  i n  t h e i r  world on t h e  r a f t - -  
was a t  once t o o  p u r e  and t o o  n o n r a t i o n a l  t o  remain 
whole f o r  long  under s u s t a i n e d  a s s a u l t s  from M i s s  Wat- 
s o n ' s  brand of " s i v i l i z a t i o n l '  o r  Tom's f a n t a s t i c  d i s -  
r e g a r d  of humanity. Thus Twain sends  Huck o f f ,  f i r s t  
t o  t h e  r i v e r  and t h e n  t o  t h e  n e x t  f r o n t i e r ,  t o  a l l o w  
him t o  r e t a i n  t h e  measure of humanity h e  possessed  t o  
t h e  end,  t o  remain b o t h  p roduc t  of and symbol f o r  h i s  
t r a d i t i o n a l  and i n h e r i t e d  b e l i e f  sys tem.  
Huck's b e l i e f  sys tem i s  d e p i c t e d  o v e r t l y  i n  
i n c i d e n t s  and s i g n s  which n o t  on ly  p rov ide  e lements  of 
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n ,  b u t  d e f i n i t e l y  m o t i v a t e  and c a r r y  
a l o n g  t h e  p l o t .  Ear ly  i n  t h e  book, a; I have 
i n d i c a t e d ,  Huck a n t i c i p a t e s  bad l u c k  g e n e r a l l y .  L a t e r  
M i s s  Watson t h w a r t s  Huck's c o u n t e r a c t  a f t e r  s p i l l i n g  
t h e  s a l t - - t h a t  i s ,  throwing some of t h e  s a l t  o v e r  h i s  
l e f t  shoulder--because i t  i s  messy. Huck f e a r e d  t h e n  
t h e  bad l u c k  which would n e c e s s a r i l y  f o l l o w .  And i t  
d i d  w i t h  t h e  a r r i v a l  of Pap,  whose reappearance  h e  
a n t i c i p a t e d  a f t e r  h e  saw P a p ' s  f o o t p r i n t ,  which b o r e  
t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  c r o s s  i n  t h e  l e f t  boo t  heel--"to 
keep o f f  t he  devi l . ' '  Though seemingly i n s i g n i f i c a n t ,  
t he se  events  move t h e  s t o r y  and foreshadow events  t o  
come. 
But Huck's b e l i e f  system is  b e s t  seen i n  t h e  
cha rac t e r  of J i m ;  and Huck's response t o  J i m  a s  a 
s t o r e  of t r a d i t i o n a l  knowledge shows not  only Huck's 
growing humanity, b u t  a l s o  a growth i n  J i m ' s  own s e l f -  
esteem. J i m ' s  ove r t  b e l i e f  system before  running away, 
however, d i f f e r s  i n  Twain's c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  from h i s  
ove r t  b e l i e f  system a f t e rwards ,  which he sha re s  w i th  
Huck. A s  a s l a v e ,  J i m  is  ac t ed  upon: he be l i eves  
t h a t  witches a r e  ever-present  and o f f e r s  witches a s  an 
explana t ion  f o r  a l l  t h a t  happens, even when t h e  reader  
and o t h e r  cha rac t e r s  know t h a t  wi tches  a r e  not  t he  
cause. In  f a c t ,  l a c k  of knowledge of t h e  t r u t h  by t h e  
s l a v e s ,  c h a r a c t e r s  and r eade r s  a l i k e ,  a f f o r d s  J i m  and 
t h e  s l a v e s  a very low s t a t u s .  Motivated by h i s  b e l i e f  
i n  wi tches ,  J i m  b u i l d s  a personal  experience s t o r y  o u t  
of h i s  b e l i e f  and smal l  changes i n  h i s  environment: 
Afterwards J i m  s a i d  t h e  witches bewitched him 
and put  him i n  a t r a n c e ,  and rode him a l l  over  
t he  S t a t e ,  and then s e t  him under t h e  t r e e s  
aga in  and hung h i s  h a t  on a limb t o  show who 
done i t .  And next  time J i m  t o l d  i t  he s a i d  
they rode him down t o  New Orleans; and a f t e r  
t h a t ,  every t i m e  he t o l d  i t  he spread i t  more 
and more, t i l l  by-and-by he s a i d  they rode 
him a l l  over  t h e  world, and t i r e d  him most t o  
dea th ,  and h i s  back was a l l  over saddle-boi l s .2  
W e  know Tom and Huck took t h e  candle and l e f t  f i v e  
c e n t s  t o  pay f o r  i t ,  t h a t  they put  h i s  h a t  on a limb. 
J im 's  explanat ion-- that  he was r idden  by witches and 
got  t h e  n i c k e l  from t h e  devil--grows d i r e c t l y  ou t  of 
h i s  s e r v i l e  s t a t u s  and i t s  a t t endan t  b e l i e f  system. 
It is  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  no te  i n  t h i s  connection t h a t  t h e  
next  time the  reader  confronts  s l a v e s  i n  t h e  s t a t e  of 
s l a v e r y ,  they too  a r e  a c t e d u p o n ,  showing excess ive  
f e a r  of witches.  On t h e  Phelp ' s  P l a n t a t i o n ,  Nat 
a t t r i b u t e s  anything out  of t h e  ord inary  t o  witches:  
The n igger  had a good-natured, chuckle-headed 
f ace ,  and h i s  wool was a l l  t i e d  up i n  l i t t l e  
bunches w i t h  t h r e a d .  That was t o  keep w i t c h e s  
o f f .  He s a i d  t h e  w i t c h e s  was p e s t e r i n g  him 
awfu l ,  t h e s e  n i g h t s ,  and making him s e e  a l l  
k i n d s  o f f  s t r a n g e  t h i n g s ,  and h e a r  a l l  k i n d s  
of s t r a n g e  words and n o i s e s ,  and h e  d i d n ' t  
b e l i e v e  he  was e v e r  witcl-ed s o  l o n g ,  b e f o r e ,  
i n  h i s  l i f e .  He g o t  s o  worked up,  and g o t  t o  
runn ing  on s o  abou t  h i s  t r o u b l e s ,  h e  f o r g o t  
a l l  about  what h e ' d  been ago ing  t o  do .3  
But Jim--and no doubt Nat,  t o o ,  i f  he  had run  away o r  
been f r e e d - - l e f t  w i t c h e s  behind and became an  a c t i v e  r e a d e r  
of t h e  s i g n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h o s e  of p r o g n o s t i c a t i o n ,  
when he  reached J a c k s o n ' s  I s l a n d  and throughout  h i s  
i d y l l i c  e x i s t e n c e  on t h e  world of t h e  r a f t .  J i m ' s  know- 
l e d g e  is  proven v a l i d  i n  enough i n s t a n c e s  t o  r e a f f i r m  
t h e  b e l i e f  sys tem,  n o t  on ly  t o  h i m s e l f ,  b u t  t o  Huck. 
And Huck can say  i n  a f f i r m a t i o n  of t h e  sys tem and of 
J i m ,  "I had heard  about  some of t h e s e  t h i n g s  b e f o r e ,  
b u t  n o t  a l l  of them. J i m  knowed a l l  k i n d s  o f  s i g n s .  
He s a i d  he  knowed most everything. I14 Huck h imse l f  
c o r r o b o r a t e d  J i m ' s  b e l i e f  t h a t  l o o k i n g  over  o n e ' s  l e f t  
s h o u l d e r  a t  t h e  moon provided bad l u c k ,  because  h e  t o o  
h e l d  t h a t  b e l i e f .  Even b e f o r e  J i m  escaped from s l a v e r y ,  
h i s  common worldview w i t h  Huck brought  Huck t o  t h e  
o l d e r  man f o r  informat ion-- through t h e  h a i r  b a l l - -  
concerning P a p ' s  p l a n s .  The s h a r e d  sys tem,  h e l d  
b e f o r e  t h e i r  v i r t u a l l y  f a m i l i a l  a c q u a i n t a n c e ,  i s  
r e i n f o r c e d  by t h e i r  mutual  r e l i a n c e  on i t .  Unl ike  t h e  
h a i r  b a l l  from t h e  f o u r t h  stomach of an  ox ,  which con- 
t a i n e d  a  s p i r i t  t h a t  f o r e t o l d  and which J i m  uses  w h i l e  
a  s l a v e ,  h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  l o r e  when f r e e  becomes f a r  
more r e l e v a n t  and impor tan t  i n  t h e  everyday,  ongoing 
p r o c e s s e s  of l i f e .  P r e s e n t e d  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l l y ,  a  
v a r i e t y  of seemingly i n s i g n i f i c a n t  b e l i e f s  a r e  
exceed ing ly  impor tan t  t o  s p e c i f i c  i n c i d e n t  and t o  t h e  
g e n e r a l  theme. When b i r d s  f l y  a l o n g ,  p e r i o d i c a l l y  
s t o p p i n g  and then resuming f l i g h t ,  J i m  l i k e n s  t h i s  
t o  what ch ickens  do when f o r e t e l l i n g  r a i n .  Sub- 
s e q u e n t l y  i t  r a i n s ,  p rov ing  t h e  s i g n ' s  v a l i d i t y .  Huck 
i s  p reven ted  from c a t c h i n g  b i r d s  by J i m ' s  v e r b a l i z a t i o n  
of t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  y o u ' l l  d i e  i f  you do;  he knows: 
t h a t  i s  what caused h i s  f a t h e r ' s  d e a t h .  Counting t h e  
number of t h i n g s  you e a t  f o r  d i n n e r  o r  shak ing  t h e  
t a b l e  c l o t h  a f t e r  sundown a l s o  b r i n g  bad l u c k .  I f  
bees are not told of their owner's death, they will 
weaken, quit work, and die. Almost a code of ethics, 
enough are shown to be viable to validate the system. 
Not only violating the tabu against touching snakeskin, 
but ignoring the traditional snakelore that the dead 
snake's mate will come to it, Huck puts the skin in Jim's 
blanket as a practical joke. When Jim retires, bad 
luck occurs on both counts: he is bitten. Again, 
from his wealth of knowledge comes the cure: chop off 
the head and throw it away, skin the body, roast some 
of the meat and eat it, tie rattles around the wrist. 
Fortunately, the cure works and saves Jim from the bite; 
but, of course, it does not counter the original bad 
luck from touching the snakeskin, which is repeatedly 
and conveniently blamed for bad luck. When Jim realizes 
that they have missed Cairo, he refers back to this 
early incident: "Po' niggers can't have no luck. I 
awluz 'spected dat rattle-snake skin warn't done wid 
it's work.I15 The belief system, then, accepts at this 
point. The time for action, for avoidance--in knowing 
what not to do--is past. Shared by the runaway slave 
and the boy-man Huck, the belief system not only 
characterizes these individuals as superstitious and 
as holding beliefs we do not believe, but also motivates 
and moves the plot on. 
Huck and Jim's belief system is not the only one 
found in Twain's masterful novel, though it may be safe 
to say that Twain found more to admire in the ecological 
system than in the two other major worldviews presented. 
To an extent this is indicated by his paraphrase of 
Ben Jonson's comment on "Chevy Chase": "Let me make 
the superstitions of a nation and I care not who makes 
its laws or its songs either.'% The dominance of Huck 
and Jim's system and Twain's own preference for it is 
further underlined by the essentiality of the beliefs 
and tkir structure in the structure of the novel. 
Conveniently structura as cause and effect--if this, 
then that--the sign is read, and the results follow as 
the story progresses. Both content and structure 
motivate and contribute directly to the plot development. 
In focusing his and our attention on one belief system, 
which enabled its practitioners to achieve maturity 
and special attributes of humanity, Twain underscores 
his views of society and its values. By stressing 
t h e  l e a s t  " ~ i v i l i z e d ~ ~ o n e ,  h  can show by i r o n i c  c o n t r a s t  
i t s  inhe ren t  s u p e r i o r i t y  and v u l n e r a b i l i t y  : i t  cannot  
s t a n d  up under " s i v i l i z e d "  a s s a u l t s .  To p e r s i s t ,  i ts  
b e l i e v e r s  must go t o  y e t  another  o u t p o s t ,  another  
f r o n t i e r .  (Perhaps t h i s  meshes w i th  t h e  American dream 
of t h e  f r o n t i e r  and man's p e r f e c t a b i l i t y  through i t . )  
The "pure i n  heart1'--those who va lue  humanity f i r s t - -  
are i n  t r o u b l e ,  then  and now. Soc ie ty  t a i n t s  and 
co r rup t s  them. R e a l i s t  t h a t  he was, Twain r e f u s e s  t o  
l e t  t h i s  happen; he manipulates ,  he does what i n  ac tu-  
a l i t y  i s  ha rd ly  pos s ib l e :  he  s t o p s  t h e  world and l e t s  
h i s  c h a r a c t e r  g e t  o f f .  This i s  a r t - - f i c t i v e  t ruth--not  
f a c t .  It says  more t o  us because i t  i s .  I n  manipulat ing 
and a l t e r i n g ,  Twain f o r c e s  us t o  acknowledge h i s  p o i n t .  
I n  f a c t ,  Twain must provide c o n t r a s t i n g  b e l i e f  
systems,  r ep re sen t ing  a l l  t h e  spectrums of s o c i e t y ,  i n  
o r d e r  t o  make h i s  p o i n t .  Each system can be judged as 
i t  a f f e c t s  o r  does n o t  a f f e c t  t h e  c e n t r a l  f i g u r e ,  whose 
b e l i e f  system, a s  Twain p r e s e n t s  i t ,  i s  t h e  e c o l o g i c a l  
one--that i s ,  Huck and J i m ' s .  The " s i v i l i z e d "  s t a t e  is  
b e s t  exemplif ied by Miss Watson i n  t h e  e a r l y  p o r t i o n s  of 
t h e  book, and later--and somgwhat d i f fe ren t ly- -by  t h e  
Grangerfords.  Thoroughly imbued wi th  r e l i g i o u s  p i e t y ,  
wi th  p r o p r i e t y ,  wi th  excess ive  conformity and 
regular i ty--above a l l ,  wi th  respec tab i l i ty - -Miss  Wat- 
s o n ' s  world,  f i l l e d  w i th  e x t e r n a l  s a n c t i o n s ,  c o l l i d e s  
wi th  Huck's world of n a t u r e  and i n t e r n a l  f e e l i n g .  H i s  
poignant a t tempts  t o  accommodate h imse l f ,  however 
b r i e f l y ,  t o  t h i s  world and t o  t h e  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  
e f f i c a c y  of prayer  f a i l  n o t  s o  much because of h i s  d i s -  
b e l i e f  a s  because of a  mismatch of expec t a t i ons .  I n  
h i s  world of marginal e x i s t e n c e ,  when one needed some- 
t h i n g ,  one r e a l l y  needed i t ;  s i g n s  and p rognos t i ca t i ons  
f o r e t o l d  t h e  outcome, charms and amulets might 
f a c i l i t a t e  success .  The a l i e n  no t ion  of " s p i r i t u a l  
g i f t s , ' '  f o s t e r e d  by M i s s  Watson's brand of b e l i e f  and 
r e l i g i o n ,  was of no u t i l i t y .  And t h e  i s s u e  of 
" s p i r i t u a l  g i f t s "  was a  r e a l  one: one was good and 
p ious  even i f  f i g h t i n g  w i t h  o t h e r s  i n  a  feud whose 
i n i t i a l  cause was l o s t  t o  memory. Huck saw t h i s  b e l i e f  
system and how p a r t i a l  and b a s i c a l l y  inhumane i t  was. 
He opted t o  keep h i s  own, which, of course ,  u l t i m a t e l y  
allowed him t h e  g r e a t e s t  humanity of a l l .  
The b e l i e f  system of Tom, and perhaps of t h e  King 
and Duke a s  w e l l ,  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  most s u p e r f i c i a l  and 
inhumane of a l l :  based on booklore ,  roo ted  i n  f a n t a s y ,  
nonproductive i n  t h e  extreme, Tom's b e l i e f  system is  
fragmentary and can ope ra t e  on ly  sporad ica l ly - - in  
f a c t ,  l i k e  t h e  Duke and t h e  King 's ,  i t  is  u t t e r  sham. 
Sure ly  imaginat ion is  a  v i t a l  i ng red i en t  i n  l i f e ,  b u t  
c a r r i e d  t o  t he  extreme and denying r e a l i t y ,  i t  l e a d s  
both Tom and t h e  Duke and King t o  s a c r i f i c e  another  
human being.  When i t  s p i l l s  over  i n t o  t h e  recognizable  
realm of game, Huck--never one f o r  t h e  n o n u t i l i t a r i a n - -  
ques t i ons  i t s  va lue .  H i s  own b e l i e f  system, f i rmly  
roo ted  w i t h i n ,  accept ing  of people ,  a l lows him t o  
c o e x i s t  even wi th  t h e  c r u e l ,  and f o r t u n a t e l y  unsus ta in-  
a b l e ,  system. 
It i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  through b e l i e f  %stems (which 
a r e  made up of d i s c r e t e  b e l i e f s )  t h a t  G a i n  makes h i s  
p o i n t  i n  t h e  book. I n  doing s o ,  he provides  a  whole 
i n  which t o  £ , i t  t h e  p a r t s ;  he  g ives  us  bo th  t h e  
gene ra l  c u l t u r a l  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  s p e c i f i c  con tex t ,  a s  
h e  g ives  t h e  l o r e  t o  t h e  people .  He a l s o  shows us 
b e l i e f s  a s  a  func t ion ing  r e a l i t y .  Add i t i ona l ly ,  he 
provides  v a r i a n t s  of a l r eady  known b e l i e f  t e x t s ,  a s  
we saw i n  t h e  Frank C .  Brown Co l l ec t i on  of North 
-- -- 
Carol ina  Folklore-- that  i s ,  f o l k l o r e  da t a .  
We do n o t  know f o r  s u r e  how accu ra t e  M r .  Clemens 
w a s ,  b u t  even t h e  most fa r -ou t  s c i ence  f i c t i o n ,  l i k e  
Ursula  LeGuinls --- Lef t  Hand of Darkness,  relies hezv i ly  
on a spec t s  of t h e  mimetic. Authors must w r i t e  ou t  of  
t h e i r  experience and t h e i r  l i v e s ;  t h e i r  views may be 
skewed and s e l e c t i v e ,  bu t  they a r e  a l s o  sugges t ive  of 
r e a l i t y .  S e n s i t i v e  t o  nuance, t o  s u b t l e t y ,  t o  t h e  
i n t r i c a c i e s  of human i n t e r a c t i o n ,  au thors  may provide  
va luab le  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  a  people ' s  traditions--more s o  
than  does t h e  lore--giving f u n c t i o n  and contex t  a s  
w e l l .  A s  Richard M. Dorson says  i n  t h e  Jou rna l  of 
American Fo lk lo re  Symposium, "Col lec tors  almost 
i n v a r i a b l y  concen t r a t e  on t e x t s ,  and omit accounts  of 
informants  o r  t h e  m i l i e u ,  and i n  any case  they l a c k  
t h e  s k i l l  of n o v e l i s t s  i n  d e p i c t i n g  t h e  f o l k  back- 
ground ."7 Nove l i s t s ,  then ,  may provide both a  genera l  
example t o  be followed by c o l l e c t o r s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  
s p e c i f i c  m a t e r i a l  about  t h e  c o n t e x t s  and f u n c t i o n s  
of  f o l k l o r i c  t r a d i t i o n s  which may be  v e r i f i e d . 8  The 
example from The Adventures  --- of  Huckleberry  F inn  t h u s  
p r o v i d e s  a v a r i e t y  of r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  of  f o l k -  
l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e .  L i t e r a t u r e  may p r o v i d e  
examples of  l o r e  i n  i t s  f u l l e s t  sense--as p o s s e s s e d  
by peop le  and used by them i n  t h e  t o t a l  c o n t e x t  of  
l i f e .  
Another r eason  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  of  f o l k l o r e  and 
l i t e r a t u r e  ( l i m i t i n g  f o l k l o r e  t o  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  o r  
v e r b a l  a r t )  i s  t o  r e v e a l  c o n t i n u i t i e s  and r e l a t i o n -  
s h i p s  between t h e s e  two forms o f  a r t .  Perhaps  t h i s  
i n t u i t e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  l e d  many e a r l y  s c h o l a r s ,  s u c h  
a s  Bishop Percy and t h e  Chadwicks, to- s t u d y  o r a l  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  f o r  they  saw i t  a s  p r e c u r s o r  o r  
a n c e s t o r  o f  w r i t t e n  l i t e r a r y  forms.9 The s t u d y  of  
o r a l  and w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e  s i d e  by s i d e  may r e v e a l  
on t h e  one hand a n  a u t h o r ' s  consc ious  c r e a t i v i t y ,  
h i s  o r  h e r  change of  s p e c i f i c  m a t e r i a l ,  t h u s  g i v i n g  
u s  i n s i g h t  i n t o  v a r i a t i o n  and s t a b i l i t y  which may 
be  t r u e  of  a l l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o r a l  o r  w r i t t e n .  On t h e  
o t h e r  hand,  and perhaps  more i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e  s t u d y  
of  t h e  two s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  may r e v e a l  p a r a l l e l  c o n t e n t  
and themes, s t y l e s ,  form and s t r u c t u r e .  The f o c u s  
h e r e  is  on l o r e  r a t h e r  than  on t h e  f o l k  p e r  s e ;  b u t  
through s t u d y  of much o r a l  and w r i t t e n  l o r e  we may 
d i s c o v e r  g e n e r a l  a r t i s t i c  f o r c e s  of a l l  peop le .  
S i n c e  a l l  l i t e r a t u r e  i n t e n d s  t o  communicate, 
s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  doing s o  a r e  i m p o r t a n t .  I n  an  
e x c i t i n g  p i e c e  of  e t h n o l i t e r a t u r e ,  Chinua Achebe 
u s e s  a  s t r a t e g y  which h a s  o r a l  l i t e r a r y  p a r a l l e l s .  
One of t h e  c e n t r a l  background i s s u e s  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  
Arrow of  God, concerns  l a n d  rights--which v i l l a g e  o r  
group owns a  p a r t i c u l a r  p l o t  o f  f a rmland ,  d e c i s i o n  
and a c t i o n  b e i n g  dependent  on h i s t o r i c a l  l e g e n d r y ,  of  
t h e  beg inn ings  i n  t h a t  l o c a l e .  The v a r i o u s  b e l i e f s  
vy ing  w i t h  one a n o t h e r  f o r  ascendancy a c t u a l l y  
a f f e c t  t h e  b e h a v i o r  o f  t h e  n o v e l ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  and 
t h e  outcome of  t h e  book. The Chief P r i e s t  Ezeu lu ,  
h e i r  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  t r a d i t i o n s ,  cou ld  c a l l  on t h e  
v a l i d i t y  of  t h e  p a s t ,  of  h i s t o r y ,  t o  s u p p o r t  h i s  
view and t h u s  a t t e m p t  t o  sway t h e  peop le  t o  h i s  
p o s i t i o n :  "My f a t h e r  s a i d  t h i s  t o  m e  t h a t  when o u r  
v i l l a g e  f i r s t  came h e r e  t o  l i v e  t h e  l a n d  belonged t o  
Okper i .  I t  was Okper i  who gave u s  a  p i e c e  of  t h e i r  
l a n d  t o  l i v e  in ." lO But Nwaka, who urged war on Ok- 
p e r i  t o  g a i n  t h e  d i s p u t e d  l a n d ,  d i s a g r e e d :  "My f a t h e r  
t o l d  me a  d i f f e r e n t  s t o r y .  He t o l d  me t h a t  Okperi  
peop le  were wanderers .  He t o l d  me t h r e e  o r  f o u r  
d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e s  where t h e y  s o j o u r n e d  f o r  a  w h i l e  and 
moved on a g a i n .  They were d r i v e n  away by Umuofia, 
t h e n  by Abame and A n i t a .  Would they  go today  and 
c l a i m  a l l  t h o s e  s i t e s ? " l l  Nwaka's view p r e v a i l e d  and 
t h e r e  was war--terminated by t h e  White Man, who used 
t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  a s s e r t  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  ind igenous  
p o p u l a t i o n  on whom t h e  c o l o n i a l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  looked 
down. L a t e r  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  Achebe g i v e s  a  European 
a d m i n i s t r a t o r ' s  views on t h e  c a u s e  of t h e  war ,  s t r a n g e -  
l y  and unders tandab ly  i g n o r a n t  of  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
t r a d i t i o n  behind t h e  war: "As I was s a y i n g ,  t h i s  war 
s t a r t e d  because  a man from Umuaro went t o  v i s i t  a  
f r i e n d  i n  Okperi  one  f i n e  morning and a f t e r  h e ' d  had 
one o r  two g a l l o n s  of palm w i n e - - i t ' s  q u i t e  i n c r e d i b l e  
how much of  t h a t  d r e a d f u l  s t u f f  they  can t u c k  awav-- 
anyhow, t h i s  man from Umuaro hav ing  drunk h i s  f r i e d ' s  
palm wine reached f o r  h i s  ikenga  and s p l i t  i t  i n  
two. . . . "12 A s  i n  t h e  a c t i v e  o r a l  l e g e n d ,  Achebe's  
l i t e r a r y  v e r s i o n  i n v o l v e s  a b e l i e f  responded t o  
cumula t ive ly  i n  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  c o n t e x t .  I t  p r o v i d e s  
a  l i t e r a r y  example of  a  l e g e n d ,  which s p p o r t s  t h e  
d i a l e c t i c  t h e o r y  of  Ldgh and ~ L z s o n ~ i ,  lY and o f f e r s  a 
model f o r  l egend  c o l l e c t i n g  which i n c l u d e s  t h e  f o l k .  
But more i m p o r t a n t l y  h e r e ,  i t  o f f e r s  a n  example of a  
p a r a l l e l  s t r a t e g y  used i n  bo th  o r a l  and w r i t t e n  
l i t e r a t u r e .  One shou ld  s t u d y  f o l k l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  
t h e n ,  f o r  t h e  mutual  l i g h t  t h e y  shed on a l l  l i t e r a t u r e s - -  
whether  c r a l  o r  w r i t t e n - - a s  w e l l  a s  cn t h e  e s t h e t i c  of  
t h e  peop les  who make and respond t o  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e .  
Undoubtedly,  a n o t h e r  r e a s o n  f o r  s t u d y i n g  f o l k l o r e  
and l i t e r a t u r e  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  above but h a s  
s e p a r a t e  a s p e c t s :  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  l i k e  w r i t t e n  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  h a s  a n  e s t h e t i c  dimension.  It may be  
judged by i t s  p o s s e s s o r s ,  from a n  emic p e r s p e c t i v e ,  o r  
from w i t h o u t ,  by a n  e t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e .  Some works of 
o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  have t r anscended  t h e i r  m i l i e u ;  o t h e r s  
might i f  s u i t a b l y  t r a n s l a t e d  and p u b l i s h e d .  The 
Odyssey i s  c e r t a i n l y  a  preeminent  example. So i s  
t h e  b e a u t i f u l  S c o t s  b a l l a d :  
The k i n g  s i ts  i n  Dumferl ing toune ,  
Dr ink ing  t h e  b l u d e - r e i d  wine:  
"0 whar w i l l  I g e t  gu id  s a i l o r ,  
To s a i l  t h i s  s c h i p  of  mine?" 
Up and spak a n  e l d e r n  k n i c h t ,  
S a t  a t  t h e  k i n g s  r i c h t  kne:  
" S i r  P a t r i c k  Spence is  t h e  b e s t  s a i l o r  
That s a i l s  upon t h e  s e . "  
The k i n g  h a s  w r i t t e n  a  b r a i d  l e t t e r ,  
And s i g n d  i t  w i  h i s  hand,  
And s e n t  i t  t o  S i r  P a t r i c k  Spence,  
Was walking on t h e  sand .  
The f i r s t  l i n e  t h a t  S i r  P a t r i c k  r e d ,  
A loud  l a u c h  lauched h e ;  
The n e x t  l i n e  t h a t  S i r  P a t r i c k  r e d ,  
The t e i r  b l i n d e d  h i s  e e .  
"0 wha i s  t h i s  h a s  don t h i s  d e i d ,  
Th i s  ill d e i d  don t o  me, 
To send me o u t  t h i s  t ime  o '  t h e  y e i r ,  
To s a i l  upon t h e  s e !  
"Mak h a s t e ,  mak h a s t e ,  my mi r ry  men a l l ,  
Our guid  s c h i p  s a i l s  t h e  mirne:"  
"0 s a y  na  s a e ,  my mas te r  d e i r ,  
For I f e i r  a  f i ead l i e  s to rme .  
"Late ,  l a t e  y e s t r e e n  I saw t h e  new moone, 
W i  t h e  a u l d  moone i n  h i r  arme, 
And I f e i r ,  I f e i r ,  my d e i r  master;  
That  we w i l l  cum t o  harme." 
0  o u r  S c o t s  n o b l e s  were r i c h t  l a i t h  
To weet  t h e i r  co rk -he i ld  schoone;  
Bot l a n g  owre a '  t h e  p l a y  wer p l a y d ,  
T h a i r  h a t s  they  swam aboone. 
0 l a n g ,  l a n g  may t h e i r  ldi ' .es s i t ,  
W i  t h a i r  f a n s  i n t o  t h e i r  hand, 
O r  e i r  they  s e  S i r  P a t r i c k  Spence 
Cum s a i l i n g  t o  t h e  l a n d .  
0 l a n g ,  l a n g  may t h e  l a d i e s  s t a n d ,  
W i  t h a i r  gold  kems i n  t h e i r  h a i r ,  
Wai t ing f o r  t h a i r  a i n  d e i r  l o r d s ,  
For t h e y ' l l  se thame n a  mai r .  
Haf owre, h a £  owre t o  Aberdour, 
I t ' s  f i f t i e  fadom d e i p ,  
And t h e i r  l i e s  guid  S i r  P a t r i c k  Spence,  
W i  t h e  S c o t s  l o r d s  a t  h i s  f e i t . 1 4  
What a r e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between t h e  emic and e t i c  
e s t h e t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e s ?  What do they t e l l  u s  abou t  
t h e  p roducers  and p o s s e s s o r s  of f o l k l o r e  and 
l i t e r a t u r e ?  
Th is  p r e l i m i n a r y  d i s c u s s i o n  of and j u s t i f i c z -  
t i o n  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  of f o l k l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e  
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  many q u e s t i o n s  y e t  t o  be  
r a i s e d ,  b u t  t h a t  l i t e r a u r e  c e r t a i n l y  o f f e r s  
i n s i g h t  i n t o  b o t h  t h e  l o r e  and t h e  f o l k ,  a l l o w i n g  
us t o  see l o r e  a s  p a r t  of a  complex whole Laving 
fn.nction and meaning i n  t h e  l i v e s  of peop le .  I t  
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  such s t u d y  may r e v e a l  p a r a l l e l s  
between w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e  and o r a l  l o r e ,  n o t  o n l y  
i n  c o n t e n t  and formal  f e a t u r e s ,  b u t  i n  c r e a t i v e  
p r o c e s s ;  i t  may r e v e a l  works of o r a l  l o r e  whose 
e s t h e t i c  is  u n i v e r s a l ;  i t  may p r e s e n t  a d d i t i o n a l  
d a t a .  Answering t h e  question--why s t u d y  f o l k l o r e  
and l i t e r a t u r e - - s e e m s  e s s e n t i a l  i f  t h e  approach is  
t o  become, as i t  once was, a  c e n t r a l  p a r t  of 
f o l k l o r i s t i c s .  
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